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Prophecy speaks of a boy who will become King, 
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of Hope, and Despair, and truth tied betwixt red string. 
But there are Shadows that haunt these glass-castle walls, 
and a trail of blood Fr wanders past Hallowed halls. 
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BEAUTY IN THE HIDDEN BLOSSOMS 
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“Asahina.” 


Hina pivots, spinning to face the ogre in the doorway. 
"I didn’t do it!” she blurts. 


Sakuras frown deepens, her intense eyes flitting to the rose, 
then to the freshly fallen petal below it. 
Hina broke the one rule laid before her, going into the one 
room she wasn't supposed to, and yet Sakura is very nearly 
smiling at Hinas response. 


“No, you didnt. That happens occasionally.” Sakura’s smile 
fades. “Why did you come here?” 


“I don't know...” Hina admits. “Because I wanted to know 
you? You're cooped up in here all the time...” 


And just like that, Sakuras smile returns. *Come then. 
Allow me to make tea. And allow me to tell you the story of 
a bold young girl and the witch that cursed her." 
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based on Sleeping Beauty 
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Chiaki's finger stumbles over the button on her handheld as the sound 
of her name in a low whisper hits her ear. She tries to recover, but a flash 
of unfamiliar eyes reflects on the screen, and familiar music plays. АП 
her lives are gone. She's been stuck on this level for so long, unable to 
shake that feeling of being watched despite finding nothing every time 
she looks. 


The empty castle halls feel foreign, never the same since she heard whis- 
pers of a newcomer one day. A name Chiaki used to hear all the time 
in hushed conversations in dark corners— rumors of a girl and a magic 
mirror. 


Enoshima. A witch. A queen. A mystery. 


The Kingdom of Kibogamine was once a peaceful place. A castle that 
invited talented people so it could be a haven of hope. Nobility, not of 
birth, but their own making, all living within the castle's confines to gui- 
de the rest of the kingdom. 


But now, people vanish without warning. Some return, but they arent 
the same. Once familiar faces change into ones with blank eyes and twis- 
ted smiles. 


The only solace she has is her friend from the village, but lately, he's also 
been weird. He left early the last time they hung out, claiming he had 
someplace to go in a strained sort of voice. 


He didn’t show ир the next day, nor was he here today. Chiaki isn't sure 
what scares her more: the idea of him never coming back or showing 


back up changed. 


Chiaki leans against the well ep 

where they always meet and р €^ ёр 
stares at фе GAME OVER d oat 

screen. Fingers hover over the 

buttons, but she just can’t find 


it in her to retry. " 
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“Му dearest Nanami!” — 


“...Yukizome-sensei?” 


“Гш no longer your tutor, 
dear” 

The housemaid approaches 
cautiously, each step slow 
and deliberate, as if the 
ground may crack under 
her feet. Yukizome’s hands 
grip Chiaki’s shoulders, 
nails pressing into skin. 
“You should go take a walk 
in the forest. Have a little 
picnic.” 


"But I—" 
The maid interrupts with forceful cheeriness, “You'll need a bag, right? 
And something to eat! I already packed it for you!" The bag is pressed to 


her chest forcefully. 


"But I'm waiting for some—” 


Yukizomes eyes widen as she leans in as if to hug her, and a barely audible 
whisper tickles her ear and sends a chill down her spine, “Run.” Over 
her shoulder, Chiaki sees movement. Faces. Unfamiliar ones. Unfriendly 
ones, shadows gathering and growing closer. 


A firm shove to her shoulders almost topples her backward. Yukizome 
smiles so wide it looks like her face may split in half, staring at her with 
unblinking eyes as the shadows grow behind her. 


A rock flies through the air, barely missing Chiaki’s head. It cracks the 
glass screen of her handheld. Other objects land on the ground near her, 
and the rumblings of the crowd gathering in the distance grow louder. 


She swallows back any other questions. Grasping the bag and her now 
broken game, she takes off into the thick woods, stumbling as she looks 
back once more at Yukizome—the housemaid’s arms were spread 
blocking the crowd’s onslaught—her expression unchanged. 


Chiaki's heart beats even faster than the sound of approaching footsteps, 
ringing in her ears as she runs through the trees. It feels like the branches 
reach and grab at her, tearing at her clothes and exposed skin. The dark 
canopy above makes it almost impossible to see. In every shadow, she 
sees eyes, and every rustle of the leaves sounds like the whispers from the 
castle. 


Her foot catches on a mossy root, and her knees hit the cold hard dirt. 
‘The pain reverbs through her whole body. But she cant look back now, 
so she gets back up and runs. 


Runs and runs until she finally sees the light peaking through the trees. 
She clutches her console and the bag to her chest as she heaves, lungs 
burning. In the golden sunbeams from the canopy, she spies a circle of 
little cottages. 


Chiaki knocks, hoping for rest and refuge, but there’s no answer. Her 
exhausted body leans on the knob, and it gives without resistance. 


She collapses onto the first bed she finds, vision fading fast, but she feels 
something soft and warm nestling up to her still pounding heart as she 
succumbs to exhaustion. 
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Voices drag her out of slumber, eyes blinking away the blurriness, a 
swarm of strange faces looms over her. 


“I think we found Diablo!” 


"Yes... odd that he has not claimed this stranger and shackled her to 
depths of hell for trespassing within the domains of my dark protective 
enchantment." 


"Are you talking about... this bunny?" Chiaki 
rubs the head of a pure white creature with 
red eyes that sat on her chest, ears 

twitching. 


The bizarre boy gasps, “This wretch 
must truly be a master of the dark arts 
to have tamed such a ferocious beast!” 


“Wow!” 

The others start talking all at once, 

and Chiaki wipes away a strand of drool lingering on her chin as she tries 
to keep up. 

“Geez, you guys are focusing on the wrong thing!” 

“the hell else you expect.” 
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blame that nasty pig бат)” 


"Mon Dieu, what а delightful specimen she is, Г” 

“Surely our new guest is a beacon of an even greater hope—” 
‘—whoawhoawhoa!! That bunny totes likes her!” 

Ч bet shes hungry—” 

‘Akane... thats your stomach growling.” 

“Cease this chatter.” One of them steps forward. He looks familiar- ге- 
minds her of one of the imposing and regal types from her time in the 


castle. “What is your name, and what business do you have here?” 


“.. my name is Chiaki Nanami, and I... don’t have any other place to go.” 


Chatter erupts amongst the group once more until the boy with the glas- 
ses glares at them with authority, and silence resumes. “Then you will 


stay with us.” 

“But [= 

Before she can say anything, the group descends оп her. А girl whose hair 
looks like it had been hacked away with a knife tends her wounds. A boy 
with blinding pink hair fixes her smashed handheld. 


Why were they treating her so kindly? An intruder. A stranger. 


Yukizome’s kind smile appears in her mind along with the advice the 
housemaid gave her so often—/ook up from your games once in a while and 


try to make more friends. 
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So she tries just that, opening up to the others by playing games and 
learning about their pasts. And soon, the cottages feel like home, and her 


new fifteen friends feel like family. 


Chiaki doesnt miss the castle, but sometimes she cant help but think of 
that boy and their time at the well. 


Everything seems perfect until one day, Mikan disappears. The others 
rush from the cottages to search, while Chiaki remains in case she returns. 


She waits and worries. But nothing happens— not until she hears an all 
too familiar voice. 
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“Му dearest Nanami 
“Yukizome-sensei, what—” 


“Oh dear, you look so thin!” Yukizome interrupts, pushing a shiny red 
apple to her chest. “How dreadful. You must eat.” Déjà vu hits. It's just 
like the last time Chiaki saw the housemaid, but theres a blankness in 
those familiar eyes instead of fear. 


Despite all her questions, she takes a 
bite. The sweetness burns her ton- 
gue, and it feels heavy as she 
swallows. Before she can 

take another bite, pain 

erupts in her gut, and a 

cry of agony escapes her 

lips—eyes water as she 

grips her stomach, her 

mind racing. 


Hunched over she 
peers up. Yukizome 
now holds a mirror, but it 


doesnt reflect Chiaki's face. 


Instead, she sees an unfamiliar blonde girl with wild eyes апа a predatory 
grin— a crown perched on her head. 


The sight sends another pang through her body, not pain this time... 
but fear. 


“Ohoho, so there you are, my little Nanami. My precious mirror warned 
me you could ruin all my plans. What a little doomsayer, am I right?” 


“Whats—” 


" Happening? Oh, you're dying. Obviously, killed by your precious trusted 
tutor. Poison apple, simple yet effective. Isn't that just utterly hopeless?” 


“W-why...” 


“Youll see. Or not. You dont have very much time left. Looks like you 
wont make it until those friends of yours get back. What a despairing end 
for you, Princess.” 


‘The face disappears, and the mirror turns blank. She blinks, and her for- 
mer tutor turns away. She’s alone, clutching the half-eaten apple as her 
legs give out under her—collapsing into hard earth. 


“I dont... want to...." She mutters, unspoken regrets dying in her throat. 
Her vision blurs. In the fog, she sees a figure— ominous with tendril-like 
hair curling around it like some dark aura. But something about that 
presence feels... familiar. It makes her think of an old friend. 
“Hajim—?” 

Blood trickles from her now still lips, glazed over eyes pointed at the dar- 


kening sky, now blind to the stars above. Shouts from the distant forest 
call her name, but they land on now deaf ears. 


Fingers blooming with purple bruises loosen, and the apple rolls away, 
tumbling through the hill until a foot stops it. A pale hand reaches down 
and examines the apple in his hand. The man reaches up to wipe away 
tears, staring at his glistening fingers as if he’s never cried before. 
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1001 МомокомА NIGHTS 
based on The Arabian Nights 
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It must be said that the world was often as cruel as it was cold. As he 
had observed the land for millennia, he was well aware of its faults and 
blights. There was one blight in particular. A wicked, sadistic hobgoblin 
who thought itd be great fun to make a certain looking glass. ‘This glass 
wouldnt reflect anything good or beautiful, rather it would magnify wor- 
thlessness and ugliness. Lovely landscapes would be shown as little more 
than withered spinach, and people would appear as hideous beasts. 


“This is how the world truly is!” the hobgoblin declared with unbridled 


glee. “Isn't it so hilariously despairing?” 
In a final, pointed act, she hurled the looking glass with all her might to 
the ground. It shattered into pieces, which were picked up by the winds 


and scattered across the land. She grinned triumphantly up at him. 


He, the Snow King, only stared back coldly before he shattered her into 


pieces. 
4%. 


Yes, that hobgoblin had ultimately been an irritant. But at the beginning, 
the Snow King thought she could have been interesting. When she mere- 
ly bored him with her antics, he saw it fit to discard her. 


And besides, the scattered remains of her looking glass still caused enough 
strife and misery to disrupt the world’s tired harmony. There were several 
unfortunate individuals stricken by the shards and surely that afflicted 
mass would cause enough trouble to render the hobgoblin superfluous. 
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That was what the Snow King thought, and in his arrogance, he had not 
considered that one of those individuals could make their way to him. 


“Kamukura-sama! Your majesty! Look!” 
This irksome bug had looked so happy as he presented a charred rope. 


“Made of ash, just as you requested!” the bug exclaimed. “I had thought 
it bad luck that it caught on fire, but—this is what you wanted, wasnt 
it? It was a test!” 


In reality, the Snow King had ordered a rope made of ash because the task 
was meant to be impossible. “You may request my audience after you 
have created a rope made of ash,” he had said. And what he had meant 


« . . » 
was, “Leave my sight and never re-enter it. 


Alas, it seemed the bug had taken his instructions to heart and through 
what appeared to be dumb luck, had managed to follow through. 


It was ironic, then, that this one was corrupted by the shards. Even in that 
doleful gaze, the Snow King could see the wicked glimmer of the looking 
glass. With each greedy intake of the cold air, the Snow King could hear 
the bug’s heart stutter around another wretched fragment. Truly a pitiful 
state of being. 


And now the Snow King was stuck with him. He should've killed the 


hobgoblin sooner. 
, e * 


The bugs name was Komaeda Nagito. He came from a large town and 
the first thing the Snow King noticed was that he smelled of frost-bitten 
flowers. Given the other's habit of flitting about him rather irksomely, the 
description of ‘bug’ was apt. Like а bug, Komaeda was a nuisance and 
one that could not be shooed away easily. Case in point. 
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"I'm sorry, Kamukura-sama!” Today, Komaeda was deeply apologetic and 
mournful over two misshapen piles. “I don't know how this could've ha- 
ppened! Please don't be disappointed in me, I can start again!" 


The two piles were of grain and lentil. They had once been one pile until 
the Snow King directed the bug into sorting them before the day was 
Over. 


“There were these birds,” Komaeda said. “They just fluttered back 
and forth and would not leave no matter what I did! They messed up 
everything!" 


“It is fine,” the Snow King huffed, holding up a hand so that the bug 
could be silent. “The grain and the lentil have been perfectly sorted ав I 
had requested." 


Because of those birds, another impossible task was completed. Another 
stroke of impressive luck. The bug was as blessed as he was cursed. Anno- 
ying as the bug was, the Snow King did find this curious. 


"It feels unfair," Komaeda said. "I did not carry out the task myself. Is it 
really alright to take credit for this?" 


“It is fine,” the Snow King repeated. And because he was curious he then 
added, "You are allowed to come with me." 


Komaeda Nagito lit up, as blinding as the sun reflected off the ice. 
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Komaeda Марко was ushered onto the great white carriage. Once he 
settled into the seat, he only looked forward. 

“There is no going back,” the Snow King warned him, if only to be cour- 
teous. “Not even to your village.” 


“That is fine,” Komaeda said immediately. “When I left my village, I left 
nothing behind. No family, no friends.” 


The Snow King slipped into the seat beside him. Despite having a pre- 
sence as heavy as the winter’s chill, Komaeda regarded him with the li- 
ghtness of snowflakes. 


“There was no reason for me to stay,” Komaeda insisted with a laugh. 
“After all, it’s not like anyone had wanted me around!” 


“No one will miss you?” the Snow King asked. 


“No one,” was the answer. Given as freely as one’s heart. Without a hint 
of fear, this boy smiled as though the world was in perfect harmony. 


As the Snow King had accepted his answer, the boy then looked around 
the vast expanse as the two of them flew. Higher and higher as if ca- 
tried by singing storm clouds. The thundering chorus was joined by the 
howling wolves and screaming crows. One of the only things truly quiet 
was the moon above. Clear and bright, peering down inquisitively at the 
carriage passing through the long winter’s night. 


As Komaeda eventually fell to sleep upon his side, so too did the Snow 
King quietly observe him through the following days. 
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The boy flitted about the Snow King’s palace made of drifted snow. So 
enchanted by the illumination of the auroras, Komaeda seemed unca- 
ring of the palace’s plain snow walls and vast emptiness in its hundreds 
of rooms. Perhaps that was because the boy’s own heart, thanks to that 
wicked fragment, was slowly but surely hardening into a block of ice. 
Komaeda was uncaring even of the shivers that wracked his frail body. 

Despite that, when noticing the Snow King’s probing stares, Komaeda 


would smile back with glee as опе would with a cherished friend. 


With Komaeda Nagito eager for inquiries or conversations, the Snow 
King merely led the boy to the center of his palace. There was nothing 
more than a frozen lake, the surface fractured into a thousand forms with 
each piece similar to the others and yet each also its own work of art. 


Or so Komaeda Nagito had claimed, crooning over the shards as if they 
were things of beauty rather than more tiresome fragments. 


“These pieces could be used to form different figures,” Komaeda said, his 
red-tipped fingers clasped as he looked up at the Snow King with hopeful 
eyes. “Might I try my hands at a few, Kamukura-sama?” 


There were many duties the Snow King was expected to carry out such 
as whitening the black craters within burning mountains, but instead, he 
remained at the center of his lake. This lake, which had the name, The 
Mirror Of Reason. 


“Do as you wish,” he said, and rather than depart, he remained and wat- 
ched the boy work. 
24%» 


Komaeda Nagito dragged the pieces of ісе to and fro, arranging them 
to form different words. One being eternity which he showed the Snow 
King with great delight. 


Indeed, the boy was in fact clever. Clever and stubborn, Komaeda regar- 
ded these artistic endeavors with the highest importance. In addition to 
that sinister gleam of that icy splinter, Komaeda would purse his lips in 
deep concentration. Even with his body’s continual shivering. Even as 
those long pale fingers went from red to almost blue. 


It was well into the night that Komaeda Nagito began to struggle. That 
blue had begun to blacken. 


“Enough.” The Snow King stilled those hands, which were in such dark 
and wicked contrast to Komaeda Nagito’s silvery hair. “There is stubbor- 
nness and there is foolishness.” 


“But I am not finished,” Komaeda insisted with a shortened breath. His 
own body was buckling as if it were threatening to shatter. “There is so 
much more to create, Kamukura-sama!” 


“If I allowed you to continue as is, you would break.” 


“That does not matter!” Komaeda exclaimed with such heart. “My life is 
meaningless!” 


“You believe that because your heart is ice,” the Snow King told him, but 
Komaeda shook his head weakly. 


“No,” the boy choked out. “I have known this for as long as I can remem- 
ber. I am a worthless person, Kamukura-sama. If I were gone, no one 
would notice much less mourn. I have nothing. I am nothing. The least 
I can do is...create for you...” 


The Snow King listened as the boy's voice began to crumble. As Komaeda 
trembled for reasons that ran deeper than the cold, a misery more potent 
than the hobgoblin’s beloved despair. The Snow King was silent as tears 
welled up in the boy’s eyes. 


All the Snow King could do was wipe those tears away before they froze 
on the boy’s face. That icy shard melted away from said tears, but when 
Komaeda blinked up at him, the Snow King noted that particles still 
remained. 


Komaeda stared up at him, until finally, his body swayed, no longer able 
to keep itself upright. Komaeda Nagito collapsed against the Snow King. 


Komaedas icy heart stuttered, struggling to continue. Komaeda’s shive- 
ring grew more feeble. 


Soon, he would freeze to death. He would die. Unless the Snow King 
acted quickly. 


Wrapping the boy in warm furs, the Snow King set to melting the ice 
about the boy's heart so that it could pump anew. What wasn't melted 
was meticulously extracted, the traces of the looking glass in Komaeda 
Nagitos eye and heart vanquished. 


Komaeda Nagito slept more peacefully now as if simply resting following 
a busy day. With the coming morning, the land will warm the slightest 


bit. 


When this boy wakes up, what will happen? The Snow King wondered. What 
will he see? How will he feel? 


While cradling the boy, the Snow King’s gaze found itself on that word 
eternity. The icy letters glittered with a curious, dubious light. 


As predicted, summer crept just the slightest bit closer. 
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Киво AND THE SEVEN HEADED Mouse KING , 
" " based оп The Nutcracker and the Mouse King 
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“The dead must be cremated for their souls to pass onward. Will you accept 
this high priestesss task, Your Majesty?” 


King Rantaro usually adventured to find his missing sisters, or to see the 
kingdom he was ruling with his own two eyes. Things were a bit different 
tonight. Even as king, he could not question or disobey the orders of a 
holy woman. 


“Crows and ravens only frequent areas where a soul is moving on properly.” 


Тһе winding forest path Rantaro strode through with his head held high 
was void of any life. When Rantaro at last arrived at his destination, the 
sight that awaited him was exactly as he had been told. 


The corpse was hanging from a tree branch, draped over like linen on a 
clothesline. Its dreadfully oily hair was tangled and strewn across its pallid 
face; its mouth was permanently stretched into a wretched, skeletal grin, 
with teeth reflecting the light of the full moon. 


“Should the original body of the deceased 

physically remain, or if their soul is pla- 
ced in an uninhabited corpse, they will 
linger and haunt the earth as a ghoul.” 


Rantaro took his dagger and cut the 
ghoul down from the tree, carrying it 
over his shoulders and trekking back to 
the palace— but then it cackled and 
spoke to him. 
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“Your palace is quite far from my ugly abode, Your Majesty,” the ghoul 
leered, its breath so pungent that Rantaro stumbled. “I shall tell you 
stories to pass the time. But should you utter a single word before we 
reach our destination, I will fly back to the tree, and you will have to 
come back to retrieve me again. Do you agree?” 


Taken aback, Rantaro nodded in agreement. But when the ghoul finished 
reciting its morbid tale, it posed to Rantaro a question: “How should the 
problem have been resolved, Your Majesty? If you have an answer and do 
not respond, I shall kill you.” 


Rantaro clenched his jaw, aghast at the unfairness of the ghoul’s terms. 
Staying silent would kill him. Answering the question would mean the 
ghoul’s escape. 


But only a living 

king could сапу 

out the high pries- 

tess’s request. Ran- 

taro answered. The 

ghoul cackled with 

glee upon hearing 

his voice, flying 

back to the tree. 

Rantaro journeyed 

back and hoisted the ghoul over his shoulders again, only for the ghoul 
to begin his storytelling anew. 


A story of a hanged palace musicians wrath against the female courtier 
who framed her. A story of a boasting traveler who killed and impersona- 
ted a lying demonchild. A story of an observant village boy condemning 
a criminal maid to death. Who was right? What choice should have been 
made? What would Rantaro do in their place? The ghoul's riddles were 
relentless, but every time, Rantaro gave careful and diligent responses. 


On Rantaro’s twenty-fifth attempt, the ghoul became oddly quiet. Ranta- 
ro glanced back, trying to assert what it was thinking, but the effort was 
futile— its jackal-like grin was permanent. 


“Kehehe... You truly are unshakeable, Your Majesty Rantaro,” the ghoul 
wheezed, a hollow laugh іп Rantaro’s ear. Rantaro made no open ack- 
nowledgement of the spectre, but the ghoul hummed, snaking its ice cold 
arms around Rantaro’s torso. “No ordinary man would carry me back 
and forth twenty-four times. Most would have given up by now. Most 
would have answered my queries incorrectly and been killed.” 


Most, Rantaro thought idly, would not dare retrieve a ghoul hanging from 
a tree in the first place. 


“I have one final tale,” the ghoul rasped. “Will you hear it, Your Majesty?” 


Rantaro paused. He nodded once, then continued walking, stray twigs 
and dead leaves crunching underfoot. 


Тһе ghoul began. 


“Once... there was an eccentric young scholar named Korekiyo. He lived 
with his sister, a witty and charming priestess. Her good deeds made him 
happy. However, her power soon turned her to greed and pride. 


“Her wit became cunning; her charm a means to cruelty. Publicly she 
behaved well; privately she threatened her brother. She forced Korekiyo 
to abandon his studies and assist her in corrupt pursuits. She was his only 
family as well as a priestess, so he could not refuse her nor accuse her of 
her crimes. He had no close friends whom he could turn to for help.” 


The ghoul’s voice turned rickety, breathing shallow and shaky. “Korekiyo 
could not do a thing but obey her and apologize for his actions after.” 


Rantaro whirled his head around. Had the ghoul shown emotion? 


But as quickly as Rantaro had sensed іс, the ghoul reverted. “Korekiyo’s 
sister at last found a forbidden demonic ritual. She ordered him to find 
a corpse for her to conduct it. When Korekiyo returned with the corpse, 
she killed him and forced his soul into it, swearing to conduct the rest of 
the ritual and summon the demon upon the next full moon by sacrificing 
the king and Korekiyo both.” 


Rantaro froze. 


“So you have noticed, Your Majesty,” 
the ghoul chuckled eerily. “This is my 
forewarning. The priestess intends to 
kill you upon your return, along with 
this corpse that contains my soul.” 


Rantaro let out a deep breath, biting his 
lip to the point of drawing blood, but still did not speak. 


“To kill a holy person is a crime heavier than one thousand souls,” the 
ghoul whistled, its icy sound echoing in the autumn air. “For this final 
story's question, I shall not kill you or threaten to do so. You could leave 
me behind at the tree and tell the priestess you have failed to retrieve 
me, or you could believe me and put an end to her wicked deeds.” The 
trickster ghoul Korekiyo’s rotting breath brushed against Rantaro’s ear. 
“Which choice will you make?” 


Ancient customs and kingdom laws did not make exceptions. Court mi- 
nisters would surely argue against trusting the ghoul. 


But a king’s duty was to rule justly no matter what. 
Rantaro remained silent. 
“Kehehe...” The corpse’s decaying grin remained unchanged, but its voice 


sounded more fond than mirthful. “After all this, you still do not speak. 
You truly are as kind as they say...” 
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At last, Rantaro approached the palace апа temple. Не removed his shoes 
at the entryway. 


“Your Majesty has arrived,” the priestess bowed before him respectfully. 
She was clothed in new robes and held in her hands a ceremonial plate of 
uncooked lentils, fresh flowers, red and black powders, holy water, and... 


...And an ornate knights dagger handle peeking from the side of her 
robe. 


Rantaro kneeled at the priestess’s feet, lowering the corpse before her. 
"It is done.” 


The priestess pursed her lip, gaze flickering in the warm candlelight. 
“I humbly request your stay for this ritual.” 


Rantaro kept his head bowed, breathing under control. “I accept.” 
The priestess laughed. “Please rise then, Your Majesty, and follow me." 


Rantaro rose, picking up the corpse again to follow her. The priestess 
lit the pyre; Rantaro dumped the corpse onto it, then prayed while the 
priestess continued the ritual with the ceremonial plate. She spoke incan- 
tations in riddling tongues unlike any that Rantaro had heard 

on his travels. Though Rantaro normally enjoyed partaking in cultural 
customs, he felt no such delight here. 


‘The priestess stopped and set the ceremonial plate down. 


*You are finished?" Rantaro murmured. 


"Speak not, Your Majesty," the priestess gently shushed him, folding her 
hands in prayer to the fire one last time. “I require your silence.” 

For how long, exactly? Rantaro thought, sweat streaming down his fore- 
head and back in anxious rivulets. Now? Or perhaps forever? 


(Silence, it is said, can stretch time for eons.) 


Rantaros heart echoed, beat vibrating in his chest louder than any tribe's 
drum. 


Thump-thump. 

‘The priestess turned around to face him. 

Thump-thump. 

She walked forward one step, then two, hand clenched beneath the folds 
of her robe. 

Thump-thump. 


“Thank you, Your Majesty,” she smiled faintly, 
arm drawing back, “for your obedience.” 


Which choice will you make?’ 


The priestess lunged at him, dagger’s blade 
glinting shiny and sharp in the firelight— 


—and Rantaro, adrenaline surging throu- 
gh his veins, withdrew his own dagger and 


stabbed her through the heart. 
The priestess fell, dead, and the demon remained unsummoned. 
Rantaro panted, chest heaving. He wiped sweat off his face with the slee- 


ve of his robe, steadying himself. The ceremonial pyre continued to burn 
the ghoul-corpse until there was nothing but embers and ash. 


And then a spectre emerged from the smoke. White and wispy, it formed 
into a shape resembling a young man with long hair. 


Rantaro beheld the apparition in open-mouthed awe. “Korekiyo?” 
‘The spirit opened its mouth, but had no voice. Rantaro read its lips. 
“Thank you, Your Majesty Rantaro.’ 
Rantaro closed his mouth and nodded once. 


Korekiyo smiled at him, finally free, 
then dissipated into the wind. Crows 
and ravens flew overhead, taking away 
nighttime with them and heralding 
dawn. 


The first rays of daylight illuminated 

the temple scene around Rantaro: 
remnants of a fire ritual; the scent of burnt and rotting flesh; the fres- 
hly-dead body of a revered holy woman, pools of her blood rolling across 
the smooth, marbled temple floors. 


Rantaro closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. A crime heavier than 
one thousand souls... 


Bells for morning prayer rang out across the courtyard, signalling the 
approach of the clergy. Rantaro turned his head and was met with the 
slowly advancing clusters of palace priests and priestesses, clearer and clo- 
ser with every passing moment. 


Which choice will you make? 


Rantaro wiped the blood off his dagger and sheathed it with a smile, 
ready to accept his fate. 
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She hears the call of the Hunt long before she sees them break throu- 

gh the mist. Though everything within her yearns to follow, Peko does 

not lift her paws from where they rest, the ghost of her charge a warm, 
ever-burning flame hanging from around her neck. 


“I told you,” she whispers to the one who can no longer hear her, 
“T will stay.” 


(It is not his fault, she knows, that he could not do the same.) 


. • 


While the winters are harsh, and the winds bitter in the bite of their chill, 
there is a home to the north which knows no such struggle. Though fog 
and mist veil the path forwards, take each step with faith, and one will 
eventually find themselves guided to the outer edge, where bright, bri- 
lliant roses the color of flames still bloom. 


Look up, and one will see seven stone pillars stood around the main villa, 
tall and foreboding. Erosion will have smoothed away the irregularities 
of age, whilst rain will have made the rock slippery and wet. So like the 
bones of great beasts of old, even as they pierce through the earth and 
glisten, singing praises to a sun that only ever seems to shine amidst the 
space these structures circle. One need simply cross through the gaps 
in-between to lay witness to the grandeur they keep hidden away. 


The estate is large, stretching far into the horizon. It will not seem there is 
an end in sight. But, walk, further, further, and the buildings within will 
show just how masterfully they have been cut, built from pristine tile and 
aged marble and the color of the sky at dawn. 


Small, intricate carvings decorate the woodwork, as sunlight scatters 
across the stained glass like rose petals and breathes new life where there 
should be none. Vines stretch like spiders webs from around the edges, 
slipping betwixt the cracks and bursting flowers into bloom. Their leaves, 
like a calm spiral that rings the earth underneath, delicate, deliberate. 


But, do not look too closely at the runes dug deep and carved within the 
leaves. Pay no attention to the way the frost melts like a mirage at the ed- 
ges of your vision. The family that lives upon these grounds are peculiar, 
indeed, but all whom enter are but guests to the estate. And all guests 
should know that the affairs of a family are best left as they are. 


And, yet, visitors cannot help their curiosity. Though the Kuzuryu Clan 
oft secludes itself from the public eye, their private matters remain a thing 
of mystery and prestige. When invited to step inside and glimpse but a 
fragment of the story hidden away within their estate, it is to be expected 
that rumors will drift. Like petals in the wind, insignificant, extravagant, 
and ephemeral. 


Tonight is one such night. A celebration, one filled with the strings of 
song and dance, suit and tie, and food and wine. Faerie lanterns light the 
path from the broken gates, leading lost souls into vast, beautiful halls. 
Fire burns, and flowers bloom, and, as the last of the guests trickle in, one 
by one, still, more, begin to follow. 


A woman with hair the color of starlight enters last, her sleeves dark and 
prim, her skirts long and silken. She is strange, unique. Almost ethereal, 
for all the colors that refract off the glass embedded into her cloak. Like 
the gossamer rainbow of a dragonfly’s wings, shimmering and sheer, as 
they mask her more recognizable features. 


Subconsciously, the visitors open а path for the woman to move between. 
It is not until she reaches the front of the room, where the head of the 
Kuzuryu and his wife stand around a cradle, that she halts. Stops, and 
dips her head, and waits. 


They grin, and gesture. “Ah! Welcome, welcome! An honor, to finally 
meet you.” 


The woman does not reply, but the small twitch of her lip upwards is 
answer enough. The hosts of tonight activities step aside. Watch, as the 
woman walks closer, still, until her figure looms over the wooden cradle. 


She lifts her hood away, peering through unnatural glass at her charge. 
Her eyes are dark, their irises a wild, lupine gold. It does many well, to 
focus not on the claws that pierce from out the flesh of her fingers, nor 


the wild mane that rests behind her head, braided in dark feathers, beads 


of azure, rings of cold. 
Peko smiles, and reaches out a thumb to caress the cheek of a young, 


chubby-faced infant. Kuzuryu Fuyuhiko, newborn heir to his Family’s 
throne, giggles at the gesture, and reaches back. 


+ Ç ° 


Theirs is a contract older than his blood, older than her memories. 


(For the protection from her kind, the Kuzuryu know: there is always a 
price.) 


+ Ç ° 


The girl who is not pads behind her charge with careful steps, ever- 
watchful, ever-wary. Her skin ripples like the surface of a lake, changing 
in the way the skies and rains tend to as they travel overhead. The slip of a 


41 


fang over ichor-painted lips then, the tangle of fur across her cheeks now. 
The click of claws, or nails, or something else, entirely, as the wind whis- 
pers through the branches and caresses Рекоз braided mane. 


She is full of starlight, full of stardust, her skin pale as bone, her eyes sha- 
rp gold against the black of her sclera. Her scent, a wild mix of mint, and 
birchwood, and elderberries at the height of the autumn season, carries 
through the breeze and reminds Fuyuhiko that he is not alone, for all that 
he may feel he must be. 


His responsibility, his Clan. His duty, to ensure all those under his name 
are protected, when Peko constantly reminds the boy that it is him who 
must be guarded this preciously so. 


November brings with it the rustle of earthen harvests and something 
almost unnameable in the way it paints their tongues. Her young charge 
paces up ahead, walking stick in hand as he scowls at most everything 
that catches his eye. An endearing trait, for all that he attempts to hide 
behind a pride that does not belong to him and a frustration he cannot 


help. 


At his collar, a bloodstone rests atop his cravat, signifying her duty, and 
his lineage. 


“You will have many years more than just this, Young Master,” Peko mur- 
murs into the wind, something unseen catching in the melodic layers of 
her words. 


here's a small hitch in the boys step. A stiffening of his shoulders, а sli- 
ght tilt of his head backwards. Yet, he does not cease his pace, for all that 
he slows down enough for her to fall into step by his side. 


“Not like it means anything, to lead withou' anyone at yer back.” 


A ripple, a surge. Peko hums, as skin peels away into muscle, and muscle 
into bone. The mist is heavy when the pads of her paws touch the soft 
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of the ground, their movement matching the stride of his legs, uninte- 
rrupted. 


Peko nudges her snout against the boy’s unladen hand, and whispers, 
“Then it is a good thing, that I will be watching.” The thick of her tail 
sweeps back and forth across the forest floor, like a phantom limb she 
does not bother to control. Though Fuyuhiko hesitates, his fingers still 
tangle in the silver of her fur, the braids of her mane, reminding him, 
grounding him. “Forever,” she caresses in the depths of his mind, “and 
always.” 


Her charge does not respond, but she can still see, at the edge of her vi- 
sion, the way his lips turn up at the edges. 


...the boy is not impossible to understand, for all that he wishes to be. 


The woman who is not waits for the day he realizes that he does not need 
to be more than what he has always been: 


ж ӘС 


Fuyuhiko Kuzuryu is а child who wishes to carry the world on his small 
shoulders. 


Himself. 


(And Peko is the fool who believes he can, and will do all that she can 
to ensure it.) 


+ Ç ° 


Blood soaks the walls, but there are none left to smell the way the flowers 
rot and decay. Her feet leave crimson prints as her form shimmers, shifts, 


wisps of frost and ivory slipping away. 


Though her mouth is wet with the lives of those who would dare trespass 
on her people’s grounds, her eyes are dry. 
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Fuyuhiko Kuzuryu, far too young, far too loved, lays in the center of the 
room, roses seeping from the wound in his heart and drying into ash 
and dust. Peko whines, low and pained, at the back of her throat, as her 
injuries give way. She settles her head over the boy’s chest as her limbs 
collapse beneath her. 


An arm comes up, and shaking fingers manage to tangle themselves in 
her mane. She does not mention the pain. She can give at least this much, 


to comfort her charge. 


“Sorry,” he says, as if it was him who failed to protect her, rather than the 
other way around. 


Sorry, she whispers into the crevices of his mind, because this was not 
how things were meant to end. 


The wolf with starlight in her hair sits and waits in vigil through the 
night. She listens to Fuyuhiko’s breaths as they become shorter, harsher, 
uneven. Listens to the beat of his heart as it slows, and the touch of his 


grasp, as it loosens. 


Listens, and waits, and does not leave once his body grows cold. 


C ° 


А new moon rises high іп the sky, and Peko wails. 
(Around her neck hangs an orb of crystal and gold. Within, the blue 


burn of a soul, set aflame.) 


They say there once was a house to the north, where the winter's chill 
could not bite. Where fog and mist veiled a path through the trees, and 
summer breathed its zenith in the space in-between. 
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А home surrounded by stone pillars, where the sun shone like rain and 
brought with it orange roses in full bloom. 


But, that place is but a memory, and its residents, mere legends lost to 
time. There is nothing past the shadows but darkness and decay. Wha- 
tever once grew there has since wilted away, and left behind rot and ash. 
The magic that almost permeated the air may very well have been the 
stuff of myth, for all that remains of it. 


Yet, be wary, still, for even grounds abandoned by the Fair Folk belong to 
them, still. And even the Hounds of the Wild Hunt have homes to which 


they wish to return to. 


There are spirits who roam, loud and mournful, into the good night. It is 
better, if one does not run across them. Better, that one stays away. 


Heed not these warnings, however, and one will have no one to blame 


PÉ 4 


For when a new moon rises, the Hounds begin to howl. 


but themselves. 


(Only Death will come for those who hear their cries.) 


VALE OF THE FAIRIES 
based on Thumbelina 
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Mukuro Ikusaba was no stranger to her sister's absurd and wicked whims. 


The village elders warned the children about her, spinning tales of an evil 
witch living on the outskirts of the forest, ready to snatch up any Іше 
ones who strayed too far from home. By way of legend her pointed fin- 
gernails became claws, her grin intentionally disarming. 


They weren't far from the truth. But Junko had no use for snatched chil- 
dren. 


Small children cowered in fear at the thought of her, diving under the 
covers and begging their parents to check for witches under the bed. It 
was the teenagers who scoffed at the notion of being told what to do and 
where to go, daring each other to search for Junko. 


But Junko was not a witch. She was just very beautiful, and very cruel. 
The teenagers would find her. They would fall in love with her, in one 


way or another. 


They would return, bring her gifts, try to make her happy. They would 
do anything she asked. 


They would hurt each other, or themselves, to amuse her. 


The smart ones never returned to her. The truly bewitched ones, thou- 
gh... Mukuro would find their crumpled bodies on the forest floor. 


There were days no one came to see Junko, and her attention turned 


to her sister. Mukuro was her errand girl, her breadwinner, her wooden 
soldier. She didn't need to lift a finger so long as Mukuro was around to 
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take care of her. And take care of her Mukuro did, since she loved her 
sister more than anything. 


Тһе repeated deaths of Junko's admirers did nothing to deter Mukuro's 
love. She thought of herself as above them—easily broken toys will come 
and go, but family will remain. 


Between guests, Junko had to keep herself entertained somehow. Mukuro 
was her constant, the one person in her life that would always be at her 
command. 


She was predictable. 


Junko hated predictability. She reminded Mukuro of this fact every chan- 
ce she got, ordering her sister to amuse her in increasingly dangerous 
ways. 


“Г want to have bear meat for dinner,” Junko announced one night. 


Mukuro began to question her, wondering where that unusual desire was 
coming from, but Junko quickly hushed her; “Don't you love me?" she 
asked, “Don't you want me to be happy?” 


So Mukuro went out into the night with a bow in hand, a quiver stra- 
pped across her back, and a hatchet at her hip. She did not return until 
blood was caked under her fingernails, sweat and dirt coating her body. 
Junko chastised her for taking so long, and Mukuro wrapped her woun- 
ded arm in fabric while she cooked to keep it from becoming infected. 


After that night, Junko's requests grew more ludicrous. 


“Т saw а woman travel into town with such beautiful clothing, like I've never 
seen before. I want them.” 


“Ч can see an eagle s nest in that tree about a hundred feet up. I want omelettes 


for breakfast.” 
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“The church's bell tower is too loud. I want you to get rid of it.” 

I want, Í want, I want. 

‘The worst requests of all were when she asked Mukuro to do something 
nonsensical just to see her get hurt in the process. And Mukuro would 
oblige. She was tired, and her wounds were raw, but she pressed on. 

It was fine, she thought, until the dead of winter. 

“I want peaches.” 


Mukuro stared back at her sister, uncomprehending. 


Snapping her fingers inches away from Mukuro's face, Junko continued, 
“What, are you brain-dead? I said I want peaches, stupid!” 


“You want peaches... now?” 
"A.S.A.D" Junko spelled out, popping the 'P' 
"As soon as possible would be about June." 


Junko's face curled іп disgust. “Тһеп I want them sooner than possible. 
I want them now.” 


Panic began to simmer under Mukuro's skin. She wanted to accept 
Junko's request, but this one was completely impossible. She could fight 
any beast to the death, and she could steal anything that caught Junko's 
fancy, but she couldn't change the seasons. 


Junko wasn't stupid. She knew exactly what she was asking. 
Her lack of response led Junko to stand and lean across the table, grab- 
bing her by the collar. ^I don't think you heard me. You're going to head 


out today, You're going to look for peaches. And you're not welcome back 
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here until you have them." 
"Okay," Mukuro said. She swallowed. "Okay." 


With that, Junko's demeanor turned sickly sweet. She watched Mukuro 
pack some supplies, then waved her off with a grin and a cheerful shout: 
"Byyeeeee, sis!" 


With dread in her heart, Mukuro 
attempted to focus on the task at 
hand. The forest was blanketed in 
thick snow. Each step she took left 
a visible imprint. It was freezing 


cold and she knew it would only fo} 
get colder as the day turned to ж 
night. She hadn't brought much 2 “4 = 


with her, just some food, a wa- 

ter canteen, her weapons, and a А 
blanket. She could hunt if she nee- Э 
ded to, and she could drink from х ч 
the snow if she got desperate, but 

she feared the blanket wouldn't be 


enough. 


The hours trudged on. She considered killing a few rabbits for food, but 
she couldn't cook them without a fire, and all of the wood was damp 
from the snow and refused to catch. All she could do was eat her rations 
and carry on. 


Soon enough, the sun went down and the air grew even more frigid. 
Mukuro wrapped the blanket around herself and curled up next to a tree. 
She forced herself to ignore the pounding of her heart. Still, her sleep was 
restless. Her teeth chattered throughout the night. When she awoke, a 
thin layer of snow formed a second, chillier blanket. Shaking the snow off 
and keeping her wool blanket draped around her shoulders, she pressed 


onwards. 
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Every day it continued to snow. Every night she grew colder to her соге. 
After one week, she had completely run out of food. She was starting to 
consider her chances with consuming raw meat, but she wondered if she 
should even bother. 


Junko did not send her out here to find peaches. They both knew from 
the start that this was a futile quest, and they both knew that Mukuro 
would go along with it anyways. She would try her hardest to accomplish 
the impossible for her sister, and she would die doing it. 


Lost in her thoughts, Mukuro suddenly realized that the air was getting 
warmer. In the distance she could see some form of light source. She 
considered she might be hallucinating, decided she didn’t care either way, 
and then ran towards the light. 


The closer she got, the warmer it was, and soon she could tell that the 
light source was a fire. A large group of figures sat in a circle around it. 
Normally, the sight of strangers would deter her, but a fire was worth 
some risk—she could finally cook meat, if they allowed her. 


She approached with caution, counting twelve people around the fire. 
The fire should have been impossible, given that it was still actively 
snowing. Stranger still were the people; a short, pale brunette with rosy 
cheeks was surrounded by clovers. An older man with stubble and dread- 
locks pinched a vibrant red leaf between his fingers. 


Sitting directly across from Mukuro, on the other side of the fire, was a 
short man with a prominent cowlick. He had kind eyes. When he spotted 
her, he gave her a gap-toothed smile. 


“There's room for one more,” he told her, gesturing towards the empty 
spot to his left. 


It occured to Mukuro that she had very little experience interacting with 
people other than her sister. She nodded and sat down, then tacked on a 
hasty “Thank you.” 
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The others didn't seem to pay her too much mind. Aside from a few 
nods and waves, they remained the same as before she had joined them, 
whispering amongst themselves. 


The man tilted his head, studying her. “So... what are you doing in the 
heart of the forest?” 


"I'm," Mukuro's mouth opened and shut a few times. “I'm looking for... 
peaches.” 


She expected some kind of shock or incredulity, but the man just nod- 
ded. “Alright,” he said, turning to face the woman six spots to his right. 
“I think we could use a little bit of June, then.” 


The woman had 
tawny skin and a 
ponytail that defied 
gravity. She smiled 
brightly at Mukuro. 
Then, with a wave 
of her hand, a tiny 
sprout broke throu- 
gh the soil. Mukuro 
watched in awe as it 
grew, until it was a fully grown tree. Its flower bulbs bloomed then fell 
gently to the ground, making way for its fruit; full, juicy peaches hung 
heavy from the branches once it was finished. 


It was hard to believe her eyes. She got to her feet and bit into one of the 
peaches. It was sweet and sticky and—unreal. 


The woman who created the tree shook with mirth at Mukuro's expres- 
sion. “Take as many as you want! They're all for you.” 


They weren't all for her, but she didn't correct the woman. She picked 
each and every peach from the tree as quickly as she could and filled her 
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bag to the brim, eating the extra few that couldn't fit. Junko didn't expect 
her to come back alive, let alone with peaches, but now she could finally 
give Junko what she wanted—unpredictability. 


‘There was nothing she could give, no thanks in the world worthy of what 
the strangers had offered her. Her tongue sat heavy against the roof of 
her mouth. 

The short, kind man stood up and grasped Mukuro's hands. She gasped, 
astonished by how cold his hands were despite the fact that he had been 
sitting by the fire. “You should go home,” he said. “May the bitter chill of 
January treat you kindly on the way.” 

So she thanked the strangers again and turned back the way she came, 
the frost in the air losing its dangerous edge. Whenever she grew hungry, 
there were plenty of peaches to choose from. 


She couldn't help but wonder if everyone other than Junko was so kind. 


With her newfound energy and warmth, the return trip took one less day 
than the first. She still had many peaches left. 


Junko spun to face her at the sound of the door, scowling, preparing to 
explode—then paused with her jaw dropped at the sight of the peach in 
Mukuro's hands. 

“This is some kind of trick,” she said. “Where did you get that?” 


“Deep into the forest, there was—” 


“Give me that.” Junko grabbed the peach and bit into it, her eyes going 
wide. “Where,” she demanded. 


“I walked in a straight path for seven days until I found—" 
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Junko shook her head, reaching for her own bag. *Blah blah blah. Until 
you found peaches. Right?" 


um ы 
"You stay right here. I'm going." 


Mukuro frowned, the weight of the peaches in her bag suddenly heavy 
against her back. "But I have—" 


She stopped herself from finishing the thought at Junko's glare. Junko 
grinned wide, baring her teeth. "Sorry, I thought I heard an ugly little 
dog barking for a moment there!" 


And so Mukuro wa- 
ved her sister off wi- 
thout | enthusiasm. 
Would she find the 
strangers... Muku- 
ro just hoped she 
wouldn't hurt them. 


3 - ТАМ 
ХХА (| 


The first week passed 
in agony. The second, 
in fear. 


It was the third that 
made her curious, and the fourth that set her free. 


Mukuro was warm all winter long, and the peaches tasted even better 


when baked. 


It was such a shame that Junko would never come back to taste them. 
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THE GAMBLE | : 
based on The Lion and the Mouse 


Е 
| чт 
еэ, Ж 
ж "Ч =, ^ W. — 
= p d 
/ ay 7 
4 2” NI * 
Wn {№ 
4 
ү Ë 
20. 
| Ч I 


4 


D CES n 
Г i] 


. Mannu AND THE UNCANNY | 


based on Coraline | 
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я BLUEBEARD AND - 


THE DETECTIVE 


«— | president-homewrecker • Магі | 9- 


Shuichi had thought it was a dream come true when his audition form 
returned to him with the head writer’s neat handwriting scrawled across 
the top. 


Shows a lot of promise! Very excited to have you on board and sketch out 
concepts for your character :) 


But sitting across from her in a crowded conference room, Shuichi cant 
shake the feeling that something is wrong. 


“We were very impressed with your audition tape,” Tsumugi says. 
There’s something predatory in the way the light catches her hair, making 
it shine an impossible bright shade of blue. 


Shuichi cant help but be reminded of those old fairy tales his mom used 
to read to him. He always hated those stories, hated the weird, off-kilter 
morality they tried to teach. Stuff like how curiosity is bad, as if being a 
little nosy could justify being killed by a monster like Bluebeard when 
he'd been the one keeping secrets, when he'd been the one killing people. 


“We particularly enjoyed your suggestions for your role in the story,” 
Tsumugi says. Her voice is flat, almost insincere, but Shuichi thinks that 
just might be how she talks. After all, she seemed so enthusiastic in their 
emails. “If you have any more suggestions, wed be more than happy to 
hear them.” 


“Right.” Shuichi shifts, taking out a folded piece of paper from his poc- 
ket. It’s crumpled around the edges, the pen ink smudged in places, but 
it’s still readable. “I-I was thinking that if I got to be the Ultimate De- 
tective, then maybe I could get a narrative foil or something? Like, if I'm 
gonna uncover secrets, maybe there should be someone in the class who 
loves keeping secrets, you know?” 


Tsumugi nods, writing nothing down. Her pen only moves when Shui- 
chi is babbling, either about his school life or about his worries. And the 
more suggestions he gives, the more her pen hovers. Apparently his ideas 
arent nearly as good as he first thought. 

It almost feels like a mercy when Tsumugi is called away for a moment. 
Only after her eyes are off of him does he realize how tense he’s been, how 
little air he’s been breathing. 


“If you'll excuse me. Feel free to look around anywhere that isn't marked 


Often.” 


Tsumugi rushes out without another word, chattering away into her pho- 
ne. From what words Shuichi catches, it sounds like there’s a complaint 
at the front desk. 


ФР в d 
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And just like that, he’s alone. Left to his own devices, the king of his own 
Danganronpa castle, free to explore as he wishes with only a few possible 
exceptions. That thought alone is enough to propel him out of the tiny 
conference room. 


The hall is littered with identical doors. Interview Room A, Interview 
Room В, Interview Room С, but what really catches his eye 18 the closet at 
the end. The words AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY answer him, 
but instead of deterring him, the sign only draws him closer in. It’s a clear 
warning, definitely falling under the category of “anywhere that’s marked 
off,” but that was always his problem. Too curious, too nosy for his own 
good. Maybe that’s why he so badly wants to be cast as a detective. It’s the 
only occupation where that curiosity can be rewarded. 


Much to his surprise, the door is unlocked. It clicks open without a creak, 
but Shuichi still checks behind him before slipping inside. The hallways 
are just as empty as ever, even as he closes the door behind him. 

The room is small, and the shelves that line each wall only serve to make 
it feel more cramped. His eyes rove over the binders, carefully labeled 
with their corresponding season of Danganronpa, and his eyes go wide. 
This is a treasure trove of unreleased content! Chapter notes, storyline 
drafts, backstory collections, itd all be here if anywhere. 


But before he 
can find one of the bin- 
ders for season twenty-two —his 
favorite— his eye is instead drawn to an 
unorganized shelf close to the floor. 


The files are scattered and disorganized, but he recognizes his own 
photo peeking out from behind other papers. Is this the stuff for the new 
season? А little peek wouldn't hurt, right? He carefully removes his own 
file and flips it open. 


The words HOPELESS DETECTIVE” are written in red ink across the 
top, with less than flattering comments trailing down the margins. 


Wimpy protag energy... Character development potential... Bait and switch 
for a love interest? 


Not the flattering character he was imagining for himself to say the least. 
He paws through the other files in the stack, making note of the names. 
Kaito Momota, Maki Harukawa, Kaede Akamatsu. Nothing standout, 
except for the sticky notes plastered beside their headshots. 


Older brother figure, snaps him out of self-loathing. Dies late. Ref S1 opener? 
Love interest. Teaches him that truth matters above all. Dies early. Piano/ 
classical music themed. 

Secondary love interest?? Keep it vague and let the audience go nuts with it. 
Survives. 
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The following pages arent nearly as interesting, 
just pages upon pages of preplanned backstories 
and potential storylines. Though that 2065 explain 
why Tsumugi had brushed off his ideas earlier. It was a 
mere formality. A bribe in the hopes hed acquiesce. 
Shuichi thumbs through the files, stained with blood yet 
to be spilled. A literal melting pot, a reference to The Spider’ 
Thread, killer robot bugs. A grim menagerie given all the weight of 
scribbled class notes. They’ve already picked out who lives and dies? 
But then that would mean... 


With trembling hands, Shuichi turns back to his own file. 
Its not as prevalent as the others, but there, in Tsumugi’s 
unmistakably neat handwriting: 


Chapter 6: Will uncover the truth and sacrifice himself for the others. 
Kill him off in season 54? 


Shuichi drops the folder, his fingers numb. 


He cant die, right? The detectives always make it to the end! Those are 
the rules. Danganronpa has conventions it goes by, and at this point 
they can’t just subvert such a fundamental rule. He just wanted a chance 
to do something cool, but if he’s going to die... 


Shuichi backs away from the table, back toward the door. He has to get 

out of here. Cancel the tour, say he’s not interested anymore. 

If this is what they have in store for him, then he'd 

rather return to a life of mediocrity. After all, 

what use are fine houses if he doesnt live long 
enough to enjoy them? 


РІ № 
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Shuichi glances up, realizing a moment 
too late that a security camera is retur- 
ning his gaze with a red blinking light. 
His own bloodied key, evidence he has 
no hope of washing away. 


“Ahem.” 


From the doorway, Tsumugi flashes him a 
pained smile. The notebook in her hand 
a saber in its own right. With it, she shall 
be his undoing, his death. He would be her 
clumsy detective, killed off in the final act 
to save his friends. A showstopper for the 
ages. 


Tsumugi steps forward, blocking the door- 
frame with her body. She’s slight, her physi- 
que unimpressive, but none of that matters 
when she’s blocking the only exit, when the 
security camera continues its languid blin- 


king overhead. 


No Sister Ann, no brothers on horseback, no one 
to save him from the price of his own curiosity. 


“Come along, then,” she says simply. She holds 
her hand out, palm upturned, for him to take. 
“The first bus to the Ultimate Academy set lea- 
ves soon.” 


Its a death sentence if he’s ever heard one. Team 
Danganronpa keeps its secrets well protected, 
with not a spoiler in its entire fifty-three season 
run. 
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Апа now he knows how they do it, now that he’s seen the blood-stained 
room for himself. He has gone where he should not, and now he must 
take his place among the students he saw there. 


A fire ignites inside of him and strengthens his resolve, forging steel in the 
heat, and he places his hand in hers. She will not be the death of him, not 
today. Maybe soon, maybe it’s inevitable. 


His hand goes tight around the sticky note clenched tightly in his fist. It’s 
not much, but maybe 121 be enough to remind himself of what he saw. 
It wasnt even опе on his own file, but on one of the girls’ files. He prays 
that will be enough of a thread to hold onto. 


Because if horsemen arent coming to save him, that just means he'll have 
to save himself. 
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The first time, Byakuya was one of the last to arrive; the shepherd’s call 
for help solicited little pity from him, a decision he held firm to when 
he finally set eyes on her-a snivelling, desperate wreck. Toko Fukawa 
was a master of making poor first impressions, and was even better at 
demanding half the village's attention for little to no reason. This was 
Byakuya’s first time laying on her eyes properly, ever since his family had 
first decided to settle somewhere significantly more... quiet than their 
usual summer estate, but hed known of her for much longer. 


Such a quiet location could be described like this: quaint houses, nota- 
bly small, occasionally with porches that mothers would sit on as they 


watched the children play around the poorly-cobbled road that the en- 
tire village was centered around. There was forest to the West, a dense 
smattering of dark pines against the dark backdrop of the mountains. 
Near this forest was where Byakuya found the shepherd and most of the 
inhabitants of their town. 


“I swear I saw it,” she was in the middle of saying when Byakuya finally 
made it there, pulling at her braids frantically, “I really did, and n-none 
of you believe me!" 

“No one is doubting you, Fukawa!” Komaru. An unimportant girl. He 
had to scoff, distasting her platitudes. 


“Perhaps not, but they certainly should." To Byakuyas claim, Toko brist- 
led, a near-primal reaction. Though she was hunched over, curling up 
on herself for her own safety, he stood tall and proud, an arrogant tilt 
to his head. Where hed come from, he was leader of the pack-and that 
continued to hold true, even here, even now, even as fear flashed behind 
her crimson eyes. 


"Can you recount what you saw?" Wise, analytical, irritating Kyoko 
spoke, cutting through the tension with just her words. Toko immediate- 
ly turned to her, like a wounded animal finding refuge, though her hands 
never stopped pulling at her hair. 


“I took a break and then when I came back the sheep were terrified... 
I didnt get a good look at the wolf. I did see it, though-it ran into the 
woods." 


Preposterous. 


"And you-who didn’t see it properly-think there was actually a wolf?” 
Byakuya crossed his arms, stare piercing and fixed entirely on Toko. “1 
haven't heard anything more ridiculous." 


She shrivelled up, teeth digging too sharply into her bottom lip. Pathetic. 
Increasingly pathetic, as it would appear. She fidgeted. “There are always 
wolves, every summer, but not like this. They didnt get this confident 
before. Not that any of you believe me anyway, I can see it on your faces. 
You don't trust a word out of the mouth of someone like me!" 


Most people Byakuya deemed under him werent the sort of people hed 
grace with a response, of any indication that hed heard them. Toko fell 
neatly into this column of *Most People" without much trouble, even 
going so far as to place herself in that category deliberately-yet Byakuya 
found himself meeting the eyes of a certain woman, suspiciously silent 
and cold. Kyoko held a carefully calculated expression, only speaking 
when Toko wouldnt shut up, still muttering inane excuses that Byakuya 
had no care for. A simple "they wont try again, during the day. We can 
return to our duties. Keep us updated, Fukawa" was all Kyoko gave to 
the conversation. 


It was both incredibly simple and frustratingly complex. Komaru was a 
farmer, alongside her brother, and so she exercised her rights to opera- 
te alongside Toko, as a shepherd, and Sayaka was something of a bard. 
Kyoko, self-appointed guardian of the village (though she wouldn't call 
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herself a guardian, per se) existed оп an entirely separate plane. 
Not worth worrying about. Byakuya sniffed, and turned оп heel-there 
were better things to do than concern himself with Tokos cry of wolf. 


ED ° 


The second time, it was night, and she woke the entire village. 

It was impossible to be anything but displeased with this turn of events, 
and Byakuya wasnt inclined to try to understand. She looked petrified 
when he took her by her collar, teeth bared, and asked just what was 
she thinking, at this time of night, uncaring of the opinions of everyone 
around him. His reputation would survive. His reputation was built just 
as much on fear as it was respect. 


Toko barely stuttered out confirmation to another wolf sighting before 
Kyoko pried them apart, glancing between them with enough force that 
an ordinary man would back down. Byakuya was no ordinary man, and 
he stayed rooted firmly in place, eyes flashing. 

"Its far too late for this,” he said, “and shes imagining wolves again." 


Kyoko twisted her head to peer at Toko; and Byakuya still couldn't read 
her, never could. Barely parted lips whispered, “Fukawa, you understand 
I've investigated, correct? There weren't any indications of wolves the day 
before, and there arent any now. No one will believe you if you keep 
doing this." 


"I'm still not /ying,” but the excuse fell on deaf ears. Her arms curled tight 
around herself, and it was clear that she knew she had lost. “I’m doing 
what I can, you're all just t-too dumb to believe me.” 

“Quit your nonsense," Byakuya said, "you're wasting my time." 


" Everybodys time, as it were," came the insight of Celestia Ludenburg, 


proper even in the depths of night. Even now, her lips were decorated 
with a polite, yet characteristically unfriendly smile. *If you do not have 
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any objections, I shall take my leave. Goodnight, everyone." 


A lapse of silence that no one could quite interrupt, heavy in the air, 
and then there were more interruptions, more uttered well wishes before 
people scampered back to their homes. Byakuya had no reason to stay, 
no reason to linger near an incompetent shepherd and her flock of sheep, 
shadowed by both the night and looming mountains just over the valley. 
His own shadow loomed, too, whenever moonlight was cast upon him, 
inhuman and delighted. 


ED + 


The third time was marked not just with the girl crying wolf, but the 
bodies of the sheep she was supposed to be watching. 

They were mutilated-blood standing stark against the white of their 
wool, still wet, while the smell of rot settled into their flesh. Flesh was 
torn from crumbled bodies, a telltale sign of just what had occured so 
close to the forest edge. There could be no denying it any longer-the girl 
who cried wolf wasn't lying about the threat she faced. 


" [heres a wolf in our midst,” Byakuya, the heir, announced. His eyes 
were sharp in the moonlight, dual reflections of the moon above them. 


“A wolf?” Makoto, endlessly confused, asked, “one of us?" 


Wasn't it obvious? That there was only one person it could be? A wolf 
in their midst—already, a few shifted, doubt and skepticism directed at 
the character of the person who was meant to be in charge of the inno- 
cent, murdered creatures. He didn’t have to look at her to know it was 
evident-guilt was written all over her face. Guilt and fear, warring across 
her features, but no—he didnt look at her, still. It was the detective he was 
looking at, her expression unreadable. His brow was raised, expectant. 
Her mouth tightened, pressed into a thin line. It couldnt be denied any 
longer, not even in a sleepy village where trust was given without ques- 
tion. The culprit was obvious. 


“Fukawa Toko,” Kyoko began, “There hasn't been a single wolf sighting 
since this ordeal began. Not a single one but the ones you've announced. 
There are instances of wolves in sheep's clothing; wolves taking on the 
guise of something, or someone innocent—” 


“I didnt do it! You сапт frame me for this!” Toko, the prey, petrified, 
guilty stumbled back. “You cant.” 


“A liar will not be believed,” even when she is telling the truth. Kyoko kept 
going, seemingly unaware of Togami's thoughts. “If you're our wolf, then 
you need to be taken care of” 
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No! It’s not me!” 


But there was no sympathy for a girl with lies pooling in her mouth, just 
behind her lips. She was taken by Kyoko, followed by a procession of 
nearly the entire village, all bursting with curiosity and horror at what 
they'd witnessed—but not disbelief. Byakuya didnt follow, not like he had 
last time, and rather swiftly he was left entirely alone. 

For a moment, everything was quiet. There was nothing beyond the faint 
breeze, and the full moon overhead, still illuminated perfectly in his eyes. 
For a moment, all was still. 


And then, from the trees, they came forward—wolves, approaching slowly, 
all the while their own eyes lit up in reflection with the moon, lumines- 
cent and glowing and cruel. Creatures that had avoided being witnessed 
by order. Their fur was bathed in the blue of night, sleek and powerful. 
If Byakuya were anyone else, he would have run, would have been frigh- 
tened. But the smirk playing on his lips didn't retreat, not even as they 
surrounded him: commanders of the night with their tails between their 
legs, and respect turned wholly towards him. 


“A liar will not be believed, even when he’s telling the truth...” Byakuya 
murmured to himself, “except for me, it would appear.” 
For he was the true wolf. 
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Kaito is young, barely tall enough to reach the lower branches of the 
apple tree near the river behind his house even if he stands on his tip toes, 
when he loses his shadow. 


He remembers his grandmother's horrified gasp, the way people would 
pass him hurriedly on the street and whisper once they were far enough 
from him, throwing anxious glances in his direction over their backs. It 
was like a curse at first, a constant reminder that something's not quite 
right with him, as if hes been branded by a mythic creature his elders 
warned him about in their bedtime stories. 


The gossip about the boy without the shadow soon reached everyone 
in their village and even in the villages nearby, passerbys stopping their 
carriages and gaping at him openly and without shame once they spotted 
him and noticed his predicament. 


Each time, Kaito would simply puff out his chest and offer them his best, 
gap-toothed smile. 
* * 
h 


Its nearing midnight when there's a soft knock on his door and Kaito 
lowers his book and puts it on the bedside table, approaching the door 
curiously. He doesn’t expect any guests at this hour. 


When he opens the door, he is greeted by the familiar pair of dark mauve 
eyes and broad shoulders, a long coat dotted with hundreds of stars dra- 
ped over them. 


It’s like looking into the mirror. 


But then his reflection grins back at him, all sharp eyes and bared teeth, 
and he feels a shudder run down the length of his spine and a cold, sin- 
king sensation at the pit of his stomach. 


Instinctively, he takes a step back. 
“Aww, wont you let me in?" 


The non-Kaito doesn’t wait for an answer, pushing past him and coming 
in as if he owns the place. He looks around, taking in the mess of astro- 
nomy books that lay scattered over the floor, the maps of stars covering 
every inch of the walls and plants stacked along the length of the window. 


“H-Hey!” Kaito protests weakly, whipping around. “Who the hell are 
you?" 


‘The non-Kaito giggles, something sharp flashing in his eyes as һе turns to 
him and folds his arms behind his neck, rocking on his heels. "Tm your 
shadow, silly!" 


Kaito frowns, hands curling into fists at his sides uselessly. 


“But... I dont have a shadow,” he says confused, his head spinning and 
headache slowly building up in his temples. 


The shadow giggles again, lips stretching in a smile that looks positively 
wrong on Kaitos own face, too sharp and too wide, as if it was about to 
split his face in half. “Now you do!” 


. +, ° 


Hes still there the next day, demanding pancakes with maple syrup and 
orange juice. 


Kaito scowls. "I'm пос making you breakfast,” he informs him decisively. 
“Pretty please?” 

“No way!” 

Kaito turns to the stove, frowning deeply at the ingredients as he busies 
himself with preparing himself some eggs for breakfast, but the sudden 
sound of sniffing makes him turn around. To his horror, the shadow’s 
eyes are filled with tears, big and crystal clear, threatening to spill down 


his cheek and his lower lip wobbles dangerously. 


Kaito swallows thickly. “Fine,” he manages through gritted teeth, rea- 
ching for a pan. “Fine, ГЇЇ make you pancakes.” 


“And syrup!” 


Kaito sighs, resigned. 


ex ° 


"I'm meeting up with some friends today,” he mentions off-handedly 
later, putting the plates in the sink. 


The shadow perks up. “Oooh?” 


Kaito rubs his eyes tiredly, the tension building in his temples. “Wanna 
come?” He offers, already regretting it. 


“Hmm,” the shadow pretends to be deep in thought, finger tapping 
against his chin in faux pensiveness. “I guess I can spare some of my pre- 
cious time. Oh, we can have a party!” 

Kaito frowns. “What party?” 


The shadow giggles. “Don’t worry about it. You'll see.” 
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Kaito doesn't press, intently ignoring the sense of unease thrumming un- 


der his skin. 
Its just Shuichi, Kaede and some other friends, he thinks to himself as he 


reaches for the first plate and starts scrubbing away the remains of the 
maple syrup. //5 gonna be fine... Right? 


.+,. 


The next day, Kaito wakes up choking on blood. 


There are flames trapped іп his chest and he’s burning from the inside, 
mouth open in a soundless scream as he tries to understand what is going 
on, consumed by the excruciating pain that’s nothing like anything he’s 
ever felt before. 


He hurries to the bathroom, stumbling over his own feet and then cou- 
ghs, coughs and coughs, crimson red spilling all over the sink until all he 
can taste is iron and his knees collapse under his weight and he sinks to 


the floor. 


Its only when he reaches to wipe off the blood from his face that he rea- 


lizes that he’s crying. 
% % 
% 
“What is it?” 
The shadow looks up, batting his eyelashes innocently. “What is what?” 
Kaito grits his teeth, nails digging into the insides of his palms with enou- 


gh force to leave bloody crescent-like shapes. “Don’t act dumb, you know 
what I’m talking about. The scarf.” 


‘The shadow looks down and lifts his hand, runs his fingers through the 
soft fabric of the checkered scarf wrapped loosely around his neck. “Oh, 
this little thing?” He says nonchalantly and tilts his head to the side, the 
smile that blooms on his face verging on predatory. “Nishishi, I just liked 
it! Has anyone told you that you have the worst sense of fashion?” 


Kaito feels the hot rage boiling beneath his skin and coursing through his 
veins, liquid fury welling at the core of his being and setting his insides 
ablaze. He says nothing, though, swallows the words that form at the tip 
of his tongue and storms out of the room before he says something that 
he would regret. 
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Hes been more irritable lately, more prone to losing his temper and las- 
hing out. The change is sudden and jarring, like some sort of whiplash, 
leaving him all the more confused and anxious. 


It’s quiet before the storm, he knows it. 
% % 
ыг! 


One of the shadow’s arms is wrapped around Shuichi’s narrow shoulders 
in a half-embrace where he’s perched between him and Kaede, a lazy smi- 
le playing on his lips. Shuichi leans back into the hug with a smile that’s 
a little shy but not uncertain, strangely comfortable for someone who 
usually avoids contact. 


Kaito cant help the small, traitorous pang of jealousy at the sight. 


“Kaito, look!” The shadow greets him cheerfully, baring a row of sharp 
teeth. “We have guests!” 


“You mean, / have guests. It’s still my place, you know.” 


The boy waves his hand dismissively. “I live here, too, so it’s our place 
now! And look, Kaede promised to bring some flowers for the party!” 


Kaito rolls his eyes and leaves. He needs some fresh air. 
% % 
% 


“I don't understand why you even bother.” 


Kaito lifts his head weakly, fingers trembling where he grips the bathtub, 
unable to find enough strength to pull himself into a standing position. 
The blood trickles down his chin, staining the front of his shirt and he’s 
shivering all over. The shadow leans in closer, close enough that Kaito can 
feel his ghostly cold breath on his face, an almost-kiss. 


“You still dont get it, do you?” He mocks him, eyes gleaming in the dim 
light. “The weaker you get, the stronger I am.” 


Kaito opens his mouth, ready to protest, ready to scream, to tell him to 
get the hell out of his house and his life, but all that gets out is a weak 
moan, a pathetic little sound that echoes in his head embarrassingly. 


‘The shadow laughs. “Shh,” he whispers in faux comfort, reaching out, his 
fingers ап icy caress against Kaito's cheek. “It’s almost over. Dont fight it.” 


The black spots that have been dancing at the verge of Kaito’s vision crawl 
closer and he lets his eyes slip closed, the darkness embracing him in a 
promise of no more pain. Through the haze, he can feel a hand pushing 
his sweat-matted hair and a pair of lips hovering just above his ear before 
the nothingness claims him for good. 


“It’s nothing personal.” 


. +, ° 


When he wakes up, all his muscles moan and scream in protest, his body 
aching and stiff with tension. 


Тһе shadow is gone. 


2%. 


“А-АҺ, Kaito,” Shuichi greets him quietly, eyes wide as if he’s surprised 
to see him here even though he’s the one knocking at Kaito’s front door. 
“Tm actually here to see Kokichi?" 


He doesn't know when the shadow started going by a new name nor 
does he care to find out, too distracted by the sinking feeling of dread 
weighing heavily at the very pit of his stomach. It's been there for a while 
now, Kaito realizes, getting bigger and stronger, spreading to the point 
where now it's about ready to burst. 


And he could scream, he could yell until his throat grows raw, until his 
voice cracks and his lungs burn. He does none of that, though, his lips 
moving on their own accord as he tries to remember how to form words. 


"No, I havent seen him," he says, syllables thick and bitter on his tongue. 
“По you wanna come in?" 


Shuichi fidgets in the doorway, eyes darting inside and then back to Kai- 
tos face distractedly as if he’s only half-listening. “No, thank you,” he 
smiles faintly. “If you see Kokichi please tell him that me and Kaede have 
been looking for him, were getting ready for the party tonight and wan- 
ted him to be early. Um... bye then!” 


The door clicks after him with a soft click. Kaito stares at it, unseeing eyes 
fixated on the sturdy wooden frame as the dreadful, painful realization 
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that he’s never been invited to this party that everyone seems to be talking 


about slowly creeps in. 
, % 
© 


The shadow— по, it’s not the shadow anymore, it’s КоКісһі now— finds 


him after the party. 


Нез laying in the pool of his own blood, stirring at the sound of the nea- 
ring steps, eyes fluttering open. 


“< 


Ah," Kokichi says, rocking on his heels and smiling. “So you're still alive. 
I'm impressed!” 


Kaito observes him through half-lidded eyes, a trickle of blood dripping 
down his chin, but he doesn't say anything. Just stares. 


Kokichi shrugs, undeterred by his unresponsiveness. “I already told you, 
it’s nothing personal. It’s just how it works.” 


Kaito shakes slightly, half-laugh and half-sigh, fingers twitching at his 
side uselessly. “W-why?” he rasps. 


Kokichi cocks his head to the side, smiling devilishly. “Who knows! 
"That's just how it’s been designed. We're not the ones designing it. We're 
the ones living it and trying to survive. And in this tale, I am the survivor. 
I won.” 


He steps closer, leaning over Kaito’s figure, sprawled on the floor like a 
puppet whose strings have been cut. 


“You lose, Kaito,” he says, his voice barely above a whisper. “Now sleep.” 


And Kaito does. 
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Kyoko likes it most when the city sobs, skies pouring heavy, relentless rain 
until the whole world is nothing but gray and dripping iron to match the 
exhaustion she can feel deep in her bones. 


(She thinks of the last victims mother, face twisted in agony as shed 
screamed at Kyoko for justice because she still expects good in the world, 
because bad things aren't supposed to happen to good people, because 
the world was meant to be open and promising, and Kyoko had wanted 
to say Im sorry, Im trying, Im trying and instead had said nothing at all, 
because words are worthless.) 


Kyoko is two weeks into the worst serial murder case the city has seen 
in decades and more tired than she's ever been, her head stuffed full of 
questions without answers and drenched from the knees down despite 
her umbrella when a crow shrieks at her from where it's huddled on the 
ground nearby, imperious and demanding. 


It looks her dead in the eye, opens its beak, and screams unceasingly. Its 
right wing is dragging heavily against the ground, limp; its eyes glitter in 
the half-dark. 

What good are you, detective, you can't help anyone— 


“Fine,” she says. “Fine.” 


Kyoko arrives at work ten minutes late, soaked to the bone, and ignores 
the stares of her fellow detectives. 


"Kirigiri," Togami says by way of greeting, "that things going to give you 
а disease. If it’s injured, you should probably just shoot it.” 
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“Byakuya!” Makoto hisses, aghast, “You cant just say things like that!” 


She spends more money than she can afford having a veterinary assistant 
perform a reduction on the dislocated wing. She takes the bird home 
instead of shooting it, tucks a stray feather into her desk drawer, and lets 
it bear witness to her sleepless nights. 


The crow watches her work, the only sounds between them the erratic 
scratch of КуоКоз pen over paper and the soft click of its talons over the 


wood of her desk as it shuffles back and forth, tap-tap, tap-tap. 


She could almost swear it cranes its neck to peer more closely at the cram- 
ped paragraphs of her reports. 


It stays with her for a week, watching her every move with too-sharp eyes. 
When she finally lets it go, she’s almost sorry at the loss, her apartment 
empty and hushed. 


+ Ш • 


It's a Tuesday afternoon when Kyoko comes home to find a woman wai- 
ting in front of her apartment door, utterly out of place and beautiful in 
a way that makes her think for a long moment that she cant possibly be 
real. Only porcelain dolls look like that, but porcelain dolls don’t turn to 
her and smile. 


Porcelain dolls don't smell faintly of Farnesiana by Caron and say, “Hello, 
Detective Kirigiri. Pm your wife.” 


Kyoko honestly doesn't know what to say in the face of that declaration, 
so she lets the woman in instead and marvels at the sheer sweep of her, all 


black velvet and perfect fluttering lines all the way to the floor. 


"What's your name?" Kyoko asks. 


The words settle neatly into the space between them, expected, а predic- 
table move. What else can she say, really? 

The woman hums, still smiling. Her perfectly-lacquered nails drum idly 
along the countertop, tap-tap, tap-tap. 


“Celestia Ludenberg,” she finally replies; serene as it is, her smile doesn’t 
reach her eyes. 


“I don't believe you.” 


“Believe whatever you like,” Celestia 
says, and that’s that. She isn’t giving her 
anything else, and Kyoko knows it. 


Her world tips dangerously low on its 
axis, a ballerina dipping into a pose it 
might not be able to hold, and Kyoko 
understands with perfect clarity that 
she has a choice to make. 


She doesnt know what Celes- 
tia wants; it could be a trap, or 
simply a bold attempt at free- 
loading. 


Does she really have anything to 
lose? 


“РИ show you around,” she says. 
The universe clicks neatly into 
place, keeps turning on a new 
path. Her wife smiles. It looks 
more real this time. 


“Are you afraid of me?” Celestia murmurs that night, a whisper in the 


dark. 


Kyoko stares up at her without blinking, Celestia’s body curled over hers 
into a pale cage. “No.” 


"You're a bad liar,” Celestia says, but the feather-light grasp around her 
wrist eases anyway, and the warmth of her body settles beside КуоКов as 
though it had always been there, unassuming, normal. 


Kyoko would argue, but the truth is simply that she has no idea what it 
is she feels. For all she knows, Celestia is right. 
When she falls asleep, she dreams of dark eyes and darker feathers. 


+ Ш • 


“You should patrol West Lakeshore around two,” Celestia says, apropos 
of nothing, when Kyoko is halfway out the door and she is still drinking 
her cappuccino. 


“Why?” Kyoko asks. 


“Do it,” Celestia says, and crosses her legs, the picture of elegance despite 
only wearing a borrowed dressing gown. 

“I want the study as my private room, too. Dont ever go in there.” 
“Alright,” Kyoko says, because she has no idea what else to say. 


She patrols West Lakeshore at two, despite the fact that she knows better 
than to take unsolicited advice from a stranger. It’s a stupid risk. She takes 


it anyway. 


It isn’t a trap. She stops a petty thief. 


He happens to be an eyewitness to the last Genocide Jack murder she 
hadn't even known existed. 


“How did you know?” she asks that night, once Celestia finally emerges 
from the room she’s claimed as her own. 


Celestia kisses her cheek. “Don’t ask questions.” 


. Ш • 


Her new wife loves chess; Kyoko can’t help but find it oddly appropriate. 
She settles into the dreamy routine of it, the silent, mutual understanding 
of dancing around each other, knees drawn up underneath herself as she 
leans forward on the couch to move her next piece decisively across the 


board. 


“Arent you curious?” Celestia asks, nudging a pawn forward two paces. 
Kyoko doesn’t have to ask what she means. Of course she knows. 

Dont you want to know why Im here, who I am? Dont you want to know 
how I know all the things I know? 


“T like to think that you'll tell me when youre ready,” Kyoko says softly, 
eyes never leaving the board, “so as frustrating as you are, I’m trying to 
trust in that.” 


Celestia inhales, sharp. It might be the edge of a laugh, but Kyoko isn't 


sure. 


She cant quite see Celestia’s face, but she thinks that perhaps she’s sur- 
prised her just a little this once. At the very least, she knows she’s won in 
some way or another, because that night is the first time she manages to 
put her wife in check. 


+ Ш • 


Kyoko is composed, and level-headed. Celestia said don’t ask, and so she 
doesn't; she doesn't ask why it is that her wife stays in her study day after 
day, why her skirts grow strangely shorter and her face more drawn and 
pale and how she knows things no one can. 


Instead, she learns to leave without looking back and say, “Have a good 
day.” 


She is rewarded time and again with casual tip-offs that Celestia could 
not possibly know, that Kyoko can’t explain, and that are unerringly co- 
rrect. 


“Confidential informant,” she tells the chief, because it's the only excuse 


she has. 
° y d Ф 


Her wife hands her Genocide Jack оп a silver platter. 

Fukawa, who had been their secretary for a while, had followed Togami 
for a while, too, and been fired for it. Fukawa, who had been quiet and 
strange but not bad, who sobs that it’s not her even though all of the 
evidence says otherwise. 


Kyoko wonders what it says about her that in the end, she doesn’t ques- 
tion who she believes. 
She makes her first and last mistake that night. 


She opens the study door. 


Kyoko does it with the best of intentions, knowing that she doesn’t care 
who Celestia is or where her answers come from; she does it thinking that 
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they аге both very strange creatures, and she doesn’t mind that, and shed 
like Celestia to know that too. 

She doesn’t expect to see a veritable nest when she opens the door, a flurry 
of finery and feathers and notes, organized chaos tacked onto the walls, 
a loving maze to solve all of Kyoko’s problems. She doesn’t expect to see 
her wife, a vague, winged figure only halfway back through the window, 
all huddled blue-black feathers. 


“You shouldn't have done that,” Celestia whispers, very soft and slow. 
Kyoko doesn’t know what to say, tries her best to find the words in the \ че. 
haze of new understanding—stay, please, wait. 


“Гш sorry,” she says instead, but her wife is already gone. 


She doesn’t come back. 


, Ш • 


“Are you sure youre alright?” Makoto asks her. 


It’s raining again; Kyoko had spent far longer than she should have wal- 
king to work, eyes lingering on the ground and searching for huddled, 


soaked birds, because what if, what if? 


“Гт fine,” Kyoko tells him. He doesn’t look convinced. Maybe if she says 
it enough times, ІСІ come true. 

She can still hear Celestia’s voice, echoing wryly—you7e a bad liar, even 
to yourself. 


OcEAN’s EMBRACE 
based on The Little Mermaid 
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Sayaka Maizono is beautiful. 


She reminds herself of this as she stares into her vanity mirror, azure blue 
locks falling perfectly against her painted cheeks, her bangs held up with 
a sparkling diamond barrette. It’s an indisputable truth—just as the sun 
rises every morning, and the ocean surges with the moon’s calls, Sayaka 
is Jabberwock Kingdom's fairest maiden. There isn't a commoner or no- 
ble out there that wouldn't fall to their knees for a chance to see one of 
her performances; with her alluring voice and charming smile, sweet and 
intoxicating enough to melt the hardest of hearts, Sayaka is irresistible. 


The proof of it is in her reflection. All she sees is perfect beauty—which is 
why she finds herself completely, utterly, destroyed when faced with that 
question of Why. 


It's whispered to her from the shadows cast from the great ballroom spot- 
lights, beyond that faceless mob called the audience. Why, She hears it 
without seeing lips move, striking words that stick to her skin, seeping di- 
rectly into her blood, piercing her heart. Why, At some point, the perfect 
dream of being a superstar has become a daily routine of shaking fingers 
and a stuttering step, waiting for a reaction, a breath, a sign of /ife from 
that one, singular being, it didn’t matter if the entire world loved her if 
he didn’t, why, why, why— 


Why couldnt she make King Kamakura smile? 


Sayaka smooths over the creases of her outfit, shimmering pink glitter 
rubbing off on her fingers. A plain, cream bodice wraps around her abdo- 
men, complete with a frilly sleeve that hangs off her shoulders, exposing 
her collarbones. Tan, tawny feathers are adorned against the fabric of her 


sleeves, emulating wings that fall just past her elbows. Below the waist is 
an ankle-length gown, embroidered silk displaying a tapestry of birds, 
fabric fading from an off-white to peach to a dark indigo. 


The commoners call her Nightingale. 
Sayaka knows she is a prisoner. 


She stands at the pinnacle of performance—a part of Kamakura’s perso- 
nal court, picked off from the streets and given a miraculous chance to 
live the life of her dreams—and yet, she wonders at what point she lost 
her soul. At what point she sold it. And if the devil that whispered into 
her ears that she would be happy here is happy itself. 


(The devils name is vanity, and Sayaka knows it well.) 

She clears her throat, testing the way her throat vibrates, the way her 
tongue sits in her mouth. Today could be different—would be different. 
If she can make King Kamakura look at her with an expression more than 
pitiful, aching boredom—then maybe this gaping, desperate, trembling 
feeling nestled just beside her heart can be put to rest too. 


She smiles against her reflection in the mirror. 


It’s nice to dream, after all. 


. 4, 


King Kamakura’s palace is just as grand and decorated as һе is, which is to 
say, not very decorated at all. There’s something about the pristine, crystal 
sculptures that adorn the hallways, the black marble floors, and golden 
columns that loom, the absolute perfect beauty of his throne room, that 
makes Sayaka feel displaced. Sometimes it feels like there isn’t a single 
hint of life within the palace besides herself; that King Kamakura is a 
doll, rather than a human. 


She tells herself it doesn’t matter, though. Human ог not, she’s determi- 
ned to sing. She would sing until she collapsed. Until her throat bled. She 
would sell her soul again and again, if it meant that she could be seen for 
forever. She craves it: recognition, fame, everlasting impression. 


She’s afraid of being thrown away, or even worse, forgotten. 


Sayaka pauses, standing still before stepping into Kamakura’s personal 
courtyard garden, where all her performances are held. 


(She should have realized she was already forgotten long, long ago.) 


Today will be different, she tells herself, ignoring the dread in her finger- 
tips. Today I can change. 


(How much longer can she lie to herself?) 


She opens the door... 
...and finds a boy. 


. 4. 


King Kamakuras throne sits оп a raised, cobblestone platform, surroun- 
ded by a sea of carnations vast enough to choke out all the other flowers 
in the garden. The flowers spill into his hair, tangled vines reaching up 
to the boy’s feet. Upon closer inspection, Sayaka notes that the boy’s skin 
is unnatural pale, reflecting light like glass, and a bulky body— no, a 
mechanical body, with synthetic, white hair, and ой. 


The boy is not human. 
(The boy is her replacement). 
King Kamakura and the boy do not notice Sayaka’s entrance, instead see- 


mingly entranced with each other. Can the boy sing, like Sayaka? Dance 
like her? She doesn’t know, but still feels a sticky, unfurling emotion 
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within her that she belatedly recognizes as rage. 


“Kiibo,” Kamakura leans forward, and in his eyes is an expression Sayaka 
has never seen before. She trembles before it. “You are our hope.” 


Ah. 
The Nightingale’ song has been forgotten. 


Sayaka slips out of the room, and runs. 


% A + 
Sayaka runs until she feels that her chest will burst, and that she’s finally 
escaped the reaches of the kingdom. She runs until she stumbles upon 
a small lake, surrounded by oak trees tall enough to block out the sky, a 
strange darkness covering the landscape. She’s never ventured this far out 
into the surrounding forests, but somehow, she feels... safe. Reassured. 
There are no eyes here to gaze upon her downfall, her unravelling. 


She wants the world to see the perfect her only—there’s no space for 
humanity in the courts of King Kamakura. 


It all feels rather enlightening, really. Sayaka has mud caked into her hee- 
1, the edges of her dress soaked, feathers half fallen off, bangs askew, but 
she is the sole witness to this ugly display. She can— she can fix herself, 
and make it back, once she’s become someone King Kamakura can look 
upon and smile. She will make him see her, not through her. 


This is the answer she’s been looking for. 


Sayaka steps forward until she stands at the foot of the lake, leaning 
forward to glance at her reflection. Even in the distorted, blurry darkness, 
she recognizes the sorry state of her hair, the ruined make-up from her 
tears, and strangely enough, a smile. 


“If only I could be enough,” she says, to no one. Would I be happy then? 
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Would I бе able to avoid this pain? 

Would I be free? 

And then, the water ripples. Sayaka’s dirtied reflection shimmers, then 
shakes, twisting into itself, into a dark mass that writhes before smoo- 


thing out into a face she has never seen before. 


And now she feels something else, something foreign within her tremble, 
because Sayaka knows that she is beautiful, but the girl before her now— 


She is breathtaking. 

A small, round nose with a light smattering of freckles. Short dark hair, 
cut so sharply Sayaka is sure she would cut herself if she tried to run her 
hands through. Pale blue eyes and long lashes that only make them seem 
to pop. Trying to look away is impossible—something about her poise, 
her essence, forces her to keep her eyes on her. 


She is everything Sayaka wishes she could be. 


Is this a miracle? Fate? Sayaka finds herself leaning forward, face hovering 
just above the water. 


The girl smiles, ever so slightly. 


“Tell me your name,” Sayaka whispers. 


The girl blinks and offers a small smile. “You may call me Mukuro, if you 
so desire.” 


“Mukuro...” Sayaka tests the name, and feels a giddy sort of warmth 
blooming in her chest. “Mukuro, how did you find me? Who are you?” 


“Тат your savior,” she answers easily. "And I am here because you wished 
for me.” 


Sayaka feels light-headed. Yes— yes, this must be fate. The universe and 
the skies must have heard her bleeding heart, her desperation, and have 
sent her an angel to rid of all her problems. Mukuro leans forward, reflec- 
tion distorting into something more solid, more real, and suddenly she is 
emerging from the water, and against the darkness of the tree’s shadows, 
all Sayaka can make out is her bright eyes. 


Mukuro extends a hand. Liquid drips from the outstretched limb. 
“Would you like to dance?” 


Sayaka takes Mukuro’s hands, and drowns in sensation. Time feels slowed. 
It’s as if shes moving through water, and Mukuro is a siren leading her 
through the currents—with a hand against her hip and the other clasped 
tighter against Mukuros, they step-step-glide on the forest floor. This stage 
is nothing like the polished stone of the gardens, or the perfect marble 
of the palace stadium, but Sayaka has never felt more alive than she does 
at this moment. She dances—pulling her entire soul and heart into it, 


she dances. 


Mukuro leans forward, closer, close, so her lips are hovering just beside 
Sayaka’s ear. “I know your desire to be seen. I can grant it—although, it 
comes at a cost.” 


"[hats fine,” Sayaka mutters, before she can stop herself. “That’s alri- 
ght. Take it—take everything I have. I’ve already lost my standing at the 
court. There’s nothing left to lose but my life. I... will do anything to be 
remembered.” 


At that, Mukuro smiles. 


Look at me, Sayaka thinks, gazing upon Mukuro’s face framed against the 
moonlight. Look at me, see me— 


——suave те. 


They spin endlessly, for what feels like forever, and her heart feels as if 
it’s beating faster, faster, faster. Sayaka breathes— or tries to, but there 
is water in her lungs. Her voice is drowned. She thinks of Mukuro, and 
feels no fear. 


King Kamakura seemed to reject her humanity, after all. It only made 
sense for her to reject it as well. 


It's an indisputable truth— just as the sun rises every morning, and the 
ocean surges with the moon’s calls. Sayaka Maizono was beautiful. 


And today, finally, she rests. 
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THE LADY ОЕ THE MOON 
based on The Tale of Chang’e 


TEAM “DEADLY EVER AFTER” 


ALTHEA 
Я itsmissalthea 


FINANCE 
MOD 


EJ adremOra 
adremOra 


EJ OkiComa 
okicoma 
R oki-coma 


MANAGEMENT 
& BETA 


В voids-colourful-creations 


S ColorfulVoid 


111 


SEL 
seluniii 
2% sweezey 


SHIPPING MOD 
& AUTHOR 


EJ glownary 
glownary 
[3 glownary 
2% glownary 


= AUTHORS [mo хэргээ c 


PRESIDENT- 
HOMEWRECKER 


ЕЙ creativelytrash 


presidenthomewrecker 
EJ president-homewrecker 
D& presidenthomewrecker 


E khattikeri 
khattikeri 
[3 khattikeri 
S khattikeri 


RANNAS 
EJ alterofnaught 
ЕЗ alterofnaught 
2 rannas 


WisHMoon 
Ё1 WishMoonLion 
wishmoonarts 
В wishmoonlion 


DX WishMoon 


112 


E magioftheseas 
2% starrylitme 


IxcARUS 


ЕЙ ixcarus_ 
ixcarus 


[3 ixcarus 


ДХ ixcarus 


GOLDEN- SOLDIEREL MARSWUESTE 
REDHEAD EJ swordsainted R Teharissa EJ celchuno EJ sold1erel 2 marswueste 
ЕЗ golden-redhead swordsainted S Teharissa celchuno _soldier__el marswueste 
S golden. redhead SK swordsainted [+ celchuno 


— Y ARTISTS “тала а E =. 


UTAEMON LIBERTYMAE 
(9 uutaemon Ё sazhimii EJ LibertyMaeKay 
у КВ2ОХХ EJ lemon. frog uutaemon sazhimi EJ LibertyMae 
kb20xx lemonfroq 
EJ kb20xx 


Моссснт KURASCCI 


ExrrTanDark 
ЕЙ pinkuqueen ЕЙ Jeqrow EJ aisudoki lycaenas B EliTanDark EJ hannyalune 
_moccchi jeqroww aisu. ki EliTanDark kurascci 


| t EliTanDark 


113 114 


CATRIONA 


E cheerkitty14 EJ chuyouout ЕЙ gouboot [э erlin 009 E hakakamiiii Ё suntails 
cheerkitty14 chuyouout gouboot erlin.009 Ө hakamiiart sun.tails 
ІЗ gouboot 


LOVEPOINTS BLUST4RR MiNTYSHI 
EJ lovepoints blu. stárr EJ ministarfruit EJ Mintyshi EJ remonoart ЕП nooncoffee 
ЕН lovepoints [3 ministarfruit Mintyshi remonoart 


MAGEOFSPACE N.A.N.A.M.I 
EJ _mageofspace_ n.a.n.a.m.i EJ snowharasho haixindhua EJ kaiiste ЕЙ nenanugget 
_mageofspace_ ЕЗ nanamis-username squisharasho kaiiste nena.nugget 
ЕЗ kaiiste 


115 116 


EJ fraudue EJ Raeilia E talentlesshuman 
fraudue . Raeil.ia talentlesshuman 
[3 fraudue ЕЗ talentlessartblog 


LibertyMae 


117 


.----------2 | FAIRYTALES | EE] 


BEAUTY IN THE HIDDEN BLOSSOMS 


Beauty and the Beast 


Last MEAT 
Little Red Riding Hood 


1001 Момокома NIGHTS 
The Arabian Nights 


(ССОМТА 5 SCARLET FLOWER 
The Scarlet Flower 


Кво AND THE SEVEN 
НвлрЕр Mouse KING 
The Nutcracker and the Mouse King 


THE CRYSTAL BALL 


The Crystal Ball 


Low ASTRAL VISION 
Тре Emperor's New Clothes 


VALE OF THE FAIRIES 


Thumbelina 


SLEEPING DESPAIR 


Sleeping Beauty 


SNow CHIAKI AND THE 77™ CLASS 
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 


WALTZ AMONG THE WILLOWS 
Swan Lake 


AN ETERNITY OF PROSPERITY 
The Plant of Life 


THE SNOW KING AND THE Boy 
WITH THE Devit's Luck 
The Snow Queen 


AN ETERNITY OF PROSPERITY 
The Plant of Life 


LEGEND OF THE CWN ANNWN 
The Cwn Annwn 


To BECOME HUMAN 


Pinocchio 


A CRIME HEAVIER THAN 
ONE THOUSAND SOULS 
Vikram and Betaal 


THE GAMBLE 
The Lion and the Mouse 


PRINCE FROM THE Moon 
The Tale of the Bamboo Cutter 


A VALIANT HEIST 
Robin Hood 


One Last Quiet WisH 
The Little Match Girl 


THE ORDINARY DUCKLING 
The Ugly Duckling 


LIVING IN Your SHADOW 
The Shadow 


KiRUMI THE BEAUTIFUL 
Vasilisa the Beautiful 


DouBLE, DOUBLE, 
Топ, AND Новвов 
Stone Soup 


Ост OF SEASON 
The Twelve Months 


MAHIRU AND THE UNCANNY 


Coraline 


BLUEBEARD AND THE DETECTIVE 
Bluebeard 


А WOLF IN SHEEP'S CLOTHING 
The Boy Who Cried Wolf 


CHIAKI'S SMALL DETOUR 
Little Red Riding Hood 


ЮОЕАртү DREAM WISH 
Cinderella 


New WORLD ORDER 
Alice in Wonderland 
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THE Crow WIFE 
Тре Crane Wife 


OCEAN'S EMBRACE 
The Little Mermaid 


FOLLOW THE Колр To HOPE 
The Wonderful Wizard of Oz 


А Mipsemester's NIGHT DREAM 


A Midsummer's Night Dream 
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Tue Wircu's House 


Hansel and Gretel 


NIGHTINGALE 


The Nightingale 


THE Lapy OF THE Moon 
The Tale of Change 


A SORROWFUL AND 


Мї8сїлрр REVENGE 


Eglė, the Queen of Serpents 


oy 


...and they lived Deadly Ever After 
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